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ABSTRACT
This paper takes an autoethnographic approach in exploring the growth of an African
American preservice teacher during internship. This research involved daily self-reflections from
the preservice teacher and observations by the supervising teachers and university liaison in
order to respond to the guiding questions of how the African American preservice teacher will
find a need for her presence in the classroom. As a result of the procedure, the preservice teacher
was able to make meaningful connections with all students but especially with African American
students who benefit from having at least one African American teacher between grades three
and five within public elementary schools (Gershenson, Hart, Lindsay, & Papageorge, 2017).
Additionally, findings from the reflections hope to inspire more African Americans to consider
the teaching profession.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
I start this autoethnography with an introduction to me, because this thesis seeks to take
an introspective stance and to examine my personal growth from a novice preservice teacher
through internships to the role of teacher.

Personal Rationale
As a little teacher in my bedroom, stuffed students set atop of my dresser while I taught a
lesson using chalk to write on the closet door. I recreated what I had learned in school and retold
stories to my stuffed animals in my fantasy classroom. I loved playing teacher most days after
school and coincidentally, I have always wanted to become a teacher, to have my very own
classroom, my very own chalkboard, and my very own students.
I have a genuine love for children, and I absolutely adore them. When I am in a
classroom, I feel like I belong, instead of misplaced. I truly believe teaching is the purpose of my
existence, and I expect that I will be involved in great things to come in the profession.
To become a teacher is to live as my authentic self so that I can make meaningful
connections with young students. Yes, with education, there is bureaucracy, but the interactions I
will have with my future students will make the journey worthwhile. Above all, I look forward to
fulfilling my destiny. Imagining myself in my future classroom alone brings me great joy.
On the account of my parents were teenagers when I was born and knowing this while
growing up, I often struggled with my purpose or my calling or perhaps finding my talent. For
this reason, my grandma gave me a book to read, The Purpose Driven Life (Warren, 2002).
Within the first two pages, I began feeling like I had no real purpose, as if I was an
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inconvenience even though the author was saying the opposite. Consequently, I could not finish
the book that my grandma was so excited about and wanted to share with me. One day I will get
through it if only for the reason that my grandma, my exemplar of love, wanted me to read it.
However, I genuinely feel as though I have found my purpose through the role of teacher.

Professional Rationale
One reason to study any teacher is that educators are powerful. Educators are powerful in
the sense that they have the ability to form relationships with young children in ways that will
impact their future. A great deal of time is spent caring for students, facilitating their learning,
and keeping them safe. Additionally, teachers have the capacity to introduce students to a
multitude of information through many different mediums and use that information to transform
general thinkers into critical thinkers. I see myself as this type of educator. For this study, I
intend to explore my own journey, worthy of examinations to become a teacher.
I feel confident that my coursework has prepared me to become one of the best teachers
in this profession through field experiences with English Language Learners, internships,
collaborations, partnerships, onsite coursework, and opportunities to become familiar with and
use various forms of technology. Additionally, I am confident in my ability to teach a diverse
group of students especially students who are at an economical disadvantage.

Purpose
A literature review of the research literature was done to learn what others have added to
the autohethnographic body of literature that encompasses preservice teachers and persons of
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color in the classroom. I seek to add to the body of literature by recording the experiences and
reflections of a preservice teacher through the self-portrayal journey of internship as a person of
color. For the purpose of this paper, persons of color refer to those who are not Caucasian.
Reflections of my journey will be autoethnographic or personal narratives from my progression
throughout internship as a preservice teacher. Autoethnography is the intrapersonal study of a
person’s experiences within their culture through self-observations, notetaking, reflections, and
recordings (Chang, 2016). I chose this method of study as a means to document my journey as an
African American preservice teacher. Because of the research design and methodology, the
following data sources will be recorded beginning in January 2017 and ending in April 2017.
Data Sources
 Daily self-reflections
 Weekly observations from supervising teacher
 Weekly observations from university liaison
 My responses to the above recorded as journal entries
The following questions will guide my research and will provide a structure for reporting
the results of this study:
Questions
1. How will representing my ethnicity be conducive to the classroom
environment?
2. After reviewing my observations and notes, will I appear nurturing or passive?
How can I overcome passiveness so that I can demand control?
3. How can I validate my self-manifest purpose for teaching?
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The following chapter will provide research related to this topic while Chapter Three
contains more about the methodology of autoethnography used in this study. Chapter Four will
show my journey from preservice teacher to teacher through my own authoethnography. Chapter
Five includes my conclusion with educational implications and future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
A literature review of the research literature was done to learn what others have studied
so as to include implications of preservice teachers, and the impact of persons of color in the
classroom, as well as studies of ethnographic or autoethnographic studies of preservice teachers.

Implications of the Journey of Preservice Teachers
Wall (2016) emphasizes preconceived notions that preservice teachers have throughout
their educational experiences as primary students and as preservice teachers in adulthood. These
ideas stem from teachers they remember as young students, and along their educational path they
formulated their beliefs based upon what they experienced as a student (Wall, 2016). Through
research, Wall (2016) learned that their beliefs are highly unlikely to change because they
believe that they have a generalized idea of what the role of a teacher encompasses based on
their classroom experiences as a student watching and learning from a teacher. Wall’s (2016)
research aims to counter the beliefs of preservice teachers so that they will not potentially
incorporate faulty practices into their future classrooms.
The two-year study included six elementary preservice teachers commencing with their
preconceived beliefs and will determine when their beliefs changed during their candidacy in the
program (Wall, 2016). Wall (2016) points out, “two central questions were addressed: (1) What
did entry-level preservice teachers believe about teaching and learning upon entering a teacher
education program? (2) How did these beliefs change throughout their teacher education
program?” (p. 366). Not only did Wall (2016) ask the two general questions, the six preservice
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teachers were interviewed four times throughout the study and also wrote autobiographies
highlighting their thoughts on effective teaching, significant influences, and their favorite and
least favorite teachers.
Wall (2016) learned that the six preservice teachers initially believed that all students
learned the same way that they had learned, strategies that were effective for them will also be
effective for their students, and students have the same demographics. Throughout the program
their beliefs shifted to reflect that individual students learn from different methods of instruction
(Wall, 2016). Their changes in beliefs are attributed to courses related to the profession as well
as field experiences. Further, Wall (2016) concluded that, “the intellectual process in the learning
to teach journey is a rigorous one requiring critical examination of preservice teachers’ entering
beliefs in order to construct more pedagogically sound understandings” (p. 375).
The results of this study indicate that before teacher educators begin talking at preservice
teachers, they must first listen to them (p. 375). In order to reach this perspective, preservice
teachers must reflect on their current systems, acknowledging them before they can build their
own teaching philosophy (Wall, 2016).
Similarly, Miller and Shifflet (2015) studied preservice teachers’ dispositions in their
teaching practices that were reminiscent of the attitudes and tendencies displayed by teachers
they were students of in school. The team found that preservice teachers enter into the teaching
program with a preconceived idea about classroom management and teaching practices based on
the classrooms they were once sitting in as students (Miller & Shifflet, 2015). Miller and Shifflet
(2015) research recognizes that teachers will rely on what they observed as a student and the
strategies that work for them rather than being open to new ideas.
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Further research suggested that preservice teachers should reflect often during their field
experiences in order to connect new experiences with old but especially reflect in a way that they
can use these new experiences in the future (Miller & Shifflet, 2015). Preservice teacher
participants in the study viewed their memories of their elementary teachers as role models and
in their future classrooms they did in fact wanted to emulate the demeanor and practices they
witnessed with their teachers as students (Miller & Shifflet, 2015). Comparatively, other
participants had memories of teachers that were dreadful and were able to recall vivid details of
their experiences in the classroom and these preservice teachers wanted to become exceptional
teachers, the opposite of what they experienced (Miller & Shifflet, 2015).
In regards to shaping the participants practices as a teacher, Miller and Shifflet (2015)
says, “although some participants recognized a mismatch between what they experienced in the
past and how they were being trained for the classroom, they viewed memories as a larger force
that would guide their behaviors in the classroom” (p. 25). Additionally, the preservice teacher
participants disclosed that their memories of how they learned a new concept weighed more
heavily than a research based approach they learned in the teaching program (Miller & Shifflet,
2015).
The team concluded that, “Learners come to the classroom with preconceived ideas and
understandings about their world. If these initial understandings are not engaged, new
information may not become hard wired into their schema but instead only retained short term”
(Miller & Shifflet, 2015, p. 28). Ultimately, reflections and opportunities to reflect during
discussions in the course will aide preservice teachers to imagine themselves utilizing new
practices in their future classroom (Miller & Shifflet, 2015).
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Another study which was done by Kosnik and Beck (2009) shares seven essential
priorities preservice teachers should consider in their planning. These elements include: program
planning, pupil assessment, classroom organization and community, inclusive education, subject
content and pedagogy, professional identity, and a vision for teaching. What the authors found is
that preservice teachers have no true meaning of being an actual teacher until they actually
become one and are involved in planning the curriculum for the course of the school year before
it begins. Kosinik and Beck (2009) states, “ there is a limit to the extent to which student teachers
can learn how to do planning of this kind, given they are not yet in a context that involves such
responsibilities” (p. 22).
The teachers who participated in their study reported that program planning was not only
stressful due to the turn in date to the principal but they had no idea how to begin the planning.
Kosnik and Beck (2009) suggests that teachers should adhere to the curriculum and add features
that are required by administration. The authors also concluded that preservice teachers found
assessments challenging because they were unsure of what aspects to assess and how to assess in
preparation for standardized tests. The authors advise teachers to assess students throughout the
lesson using various forms of assessments and withdraw from putting too much emphasis on
standardized tests (Kosnik & Beck, 2009).
Kosnik and Beck’s (2009) overall solution to classroom organization and community is
the mutual respect between teachers and students. Furthermore, respect is also the basis for
inclusive education so that all students will have a sense of belonging. (Kosnik & Beck,
2009). Additionally, Kosnik and Beck (2009) state, “although subject content knowledge is
clearly necessary for a teacher, subject specific pedagogical knowledge is also essential. Subject
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content and pedagogy are closely intertwined: we learn more about a subject as we learn how to
teach it and vice versa” (p. 120). This implies that teachers should know the developmental
stages for their students and provide content accordingly in each content area so that students are
able to achieve at their ability level or beyond.
According to the authors, the sixth priority of professional identity involves not only
professional development and collaborating with colleagues but also finding time for self that is
independent of teacher responsibilities (Kosnik & Beck, 2009). The authors stresses in the final
priority, vision for teaching, that preservice teachers should have a clear philosophy for teaching
their students in an engaging and goal oriented way while nurturing the teacher-student
relationship (Kosnik & Beck, 2009).
In their research, Hambacher and colleagues (2016) studied two interns: one Caucasian
and the other Hispanic. They were expected to interact and engage with African American
students as loving and caring persons who expected great expectations from the children. In the
study, the students were not only minorities but lived in poverty, and were faced with social and
economic injustices. The job of the interns were to counter the biases and labels that are attached
to children born into impoverished environments, and subsequently teach the children in a way
that will give them a passion to learn that is largely based on the nurturing they received from the
interns.
What I found most incredible about the study is that the two interns really made every
effort to immerse themselves into the African American community. They attended community
events, watched them compete in sports, and even attended a Sunday church service after being
invited by the principal. To make the nature of the study authentic, “they were required to
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develop a child study notebook to document their knowledge of each student’s community,
personal, and school related assets, and to document interactions with children’s families”
(Hambacher, et al., 2016).
What the two preservice teachers found was that in order to genuinely become a warm
demander of African American students, they had to establish a mutual respect of student-toteacher relationship and student-to-student relationships as well. This strategy created a
foundation for learning along with the interns incorporating learning habits they observed in the
community such as choral reading in church.
Since the thesis is an autoethnography, the following study was of particular interest.
Miller’s (2009) autoethnography details his story of becoming a preservice teacher who connects
theories with his own teaching philosophy. Surprisingly, he begins his narrative exclaiming that
he never had a desire to become a teacher but yet in his thirties found that educating would soon
be in his career path. During his internship, Miller (2009) challenged the validity of dated
teaching practices and found that preservice teachers will have greater success if they incorporate
what they have learned in their education program, collaborative experiences, and methods
learned from inservice teachers into their own teaching conventions.
Miller also addresses the importance of preservice teachers taking risks and challenging
the system while at the same time adhering to regulations and ethics. Miller (2009) explains,
“We need to scrutinize the discourse and practices we take to the classroom in ongoing and
reflective ways to get to the heart of our hidden assumptions and unconscious habits” (p. 913).
Miller (2009) suggests that reflection is one way in which preservice teachers can change
negative views that may have been picked up from other teacher professionals. In his conclusion,
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Miller (2009) defined pragmatic radicalism as “a risky business, involving a delicate balancing
act between restraint and action” (p. 915). This idea implies that educators should become aware
of infringements in the education system and actively helping to make changes without creating
uproar.

Significance of Persons of Color in the Classroom
Haley (2015) writes about the underrepresentation of African American teachers in
schools. She wishes that more African Americans would register for teaching programs in the
universities so that African American children will see someone as a professional who looks like
them, understands them, and have had similar experiences they face while being raised into the
African American culture (Haley, 2015).
Haley (2015) has memories of her “African American advocates” who were surpassingly
influential in her life. Haley (2015) says, “they were aware of who they were and who they were
teaching. Their style of communication and teaching methods strengthened my confidence, gave
me courage to take risks, instilled a conviction in the power of my academic skills and filled me
with a sense of integrity that now enters all interactions” (p. 33). Having positive role models
whom she could relate to as a young female shaped her future and gave her aspirations that she
internalized and wanted to fulfill (Haley, 2015).
Haley (2015) notes that having her family support her teachers in educating her, gave her
a sense of a team elevating her to achieve and expecting her to do just that (Haley, 2015). She
(Haley, 2015) describes the teachers as being committed in their profession as nurturers. Haley
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(2015) goes on to say, “…they encouraged pride. Not an arrogance or egotism, but of self-worth.
Mutual respect and trust in our relationship was natural to learning” (p. 33).
Haley (2015) found this silenced agreement of respect and trust evident in her teaching
practices as a first year teacher who taught fifth grade on the West Side of Chicago, an area that
is plagued by violence and other criminal activity. Haley (2015) and her former teacher and now
mentor Mrs. Luck found that there was a lack of African American teachers in schools where the
student population was predominantly African American. They came to the conclusion that
teacher education programs need to do more to promote and support African American teacher
candidates towards graduation (Haley, 2015).
Furthermore, Haley (2015) found through research that “students of color who are most
often African-American do better on academic outcomes if taught by teachers of color. Haley
(2015) as a professor saw that African American students were enrolling into the teacher
program but were not advancing on the degree plan. As a possible solution, Haley (2015) says, “I
reach out to all students but especially the student who looks like me, talks like me, whose
mannerisms are me and who are, simply, me” (p. 34).
Likewise, Berry (2005) questions the increasing shortage of African American teachers in
the United States’ public schools. She has found that the teacher profession is predominantly
Caucasian females and correlates with the demographics of teacher education programs in
universities across the country. Berry (2005) found through research that authentic experiences
of African Americans are not represented in teacher education programs and therefore African
American teacher candidates develop a perception that they do not belong.
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Berry (2005) reflects on her time as a faculty member at a Historically Black University
in North Carolina, there she witnessed a massive population of African American students in the
teaching program but yet majority of their professors were Caucasian. Because she was raised in
the North she saw differences among herself and the African American students she was
teaching within the culture, specifically, the lingo, food, and what they do for pastime (Berry,
2005).
In order to connect with her students in the teaching program, Berry (2005) used her
student’s autobiographies to find out about their experiences in addition to exit slips that students
used to write comments or questions at the end of class. Berry (2005) called this method
“personally engaged pedagogy” and prefers the term memoire in oppose to autobiography. Berry
(2005) shares, “upon receipts of these stories, I read and reflected upon what these students
chose to share with me and constructed meaning from their messages. The exit cards helped me
to understand whether (or not) I, as teacher-educator, had interpreted or misinterpreted the
messages of their stories” (p. 36).
With this method, Berry (2005) was able to incorporate her students’ stories into the
curriculum and therefore engage students in a meaningful way. By reexamining the curriculum
and tailoring it in accordance to the student’s autobiographies she united their past experiences in
education with their future in the profession (Berry, 2005).
Furthermore, Berry (2005) asserts, “In order for students to begin and continue to reveal
their memoirs, trust has to be established through the duration of the relationship. As a teachereducator utilizing engaged pedagogy, I have to establish this trust” (p. 38). This means that
Berry (2005) had to reveal her authentic self to her students by sharing vulnerable experiences as
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well. Berry (2005) learned through her students that they enjoyed the student teacher dialogue at
the beginning of class, discussions were prompted from reading assignments but students were
allowed to relate the content to their feelings and reflections of their past. Berry (2005) says,
“knowing is an experienced thing and experiences give us knowing. My experiences with these
African American students provided me with lessons of knowing I do not believe I could have
acquired without knowing them” (p. 44).
Berry (2005) also signify the importance of giving attention to the students who are silent
since silence involves contributing by listening or reflecting on one’s own thoughts. As an end
result, Berry (2005) hoped that, “these (future) teachers may teach from the perspective of their
students rather than from their educational experiences alone. These teachers may allow their
experiences to be colored by the educational experiences of their (future) students” (p. 47).
A different study found that vulnerable African American students and the relationships
with their teachers are imperative to the student’s achievement in elementary school. Spilt and
Hughes (2015) found that a positive relationship produced motivation, engagement, and
academic success in African American students. Their study included 350 at-risk boys and 307
at-risk girls in grades first through fifth and at three different schools. The students have all had
both conflicts and positive interactions with their teachers. All students were labeled at-risk
based on their poor literacy test scores at the first grade level and were a mix of African
American, Caucasian, and Hispanic culture.
The team found that over a six year span, the students did not achieve academically even
though they had the potential to achieve based on their IQ scores, previous test scores, and their
behavioral condition (Spilt & Hughes, 2015). The team also noted that similar outcomes were
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evident in children who were not at-risk in a study by Harrison, Spilt, and Walker (2012). For
this reason, the researchers suggests that underachieving in academics may not be greatly related
to their at-risk or non at-risk status, but perhaps are related to the lack of a positive attachment in
the home or with a teacher in the school.
In regards to the African American students, Spilt and Hughes (2015) concluded that
these groups of students are at an increased risk of maintaining low literacy skills because of
potential conflicting relationships with teachers. They noted that the conflict might arise from the
teacher’s cultural biases surrounding African American students and the teacher’s lack of
expecting them to perform as well as Caucasian or Hispanic students. Additionally, African
American parents who neglect to nurture the parent-child relationship as well as form a parentteacher relationship are often contributing factors to student underachievement.
Finally, Vilson (2015) shares his concern over a lack of African American and Latino
teachers in the public schools. Vilson (2015) would not only like to see more women of color
represented, but would also like to see more men in the profession as well. He expresses a worry
that students who are of color are at a disadvantage when they are not interacting with adults
who are in the teaching profession and who they will be able to relate to based on culture
(Vilson, 2015). Vilson (2015) proclaims, “after all, children can’t be what they can’t see. By
hiring more teachers of color, students of color can form relationships with professionals who
may share their cultural background and possess powerful narratives for success” (p. 29).
Vilson (2015), who is both African American and Latino, goes on to share impacts he has
made with students in his classroom by being able to make cultural connections with them such
as relating a concept in Spanish, talking to them in their native language, and being available to
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them throughout the school day. He validates his ability to relate to his students by saying, “I had
an instant leg up because I could see things through their eyes, and because I’d been where
they’d been and still found success” (Vilson, 2015 p. 29). Vilson (2015) also acknowledge the
importance of students of color being exposed to Caucasian and teachers of color who can teach
them the expectations of being successful in America, which is largely based on a path to
college. Vilson (2015) states, “if white teachers and teachers of color can show children of color
the values and norms of our dominant culture, then we can close the vision gap for those
students” (p. 30).
Furthermore, he stresses that Caucasian students would also benefit from having teachers
of color, primarily because they will respond with an awareness of cultural differences while
interacting with people of different backgrounds. He believes, “exposure to peers and adults with
different experiences and worldviews helps all children develop empathy for others and assess
their own humanity” (p. 30).
Vilson’s (2015) essential message is that students of color should see adults, who are in
the teaching profession as someone they will be able to approach in order to gain clarity,
guidance, or comfort in knowing that they simply understand based on the premises that they
share similar cultural experiences. Vilson (2015) explains, “I’m not saying people from other
cultures can’t help us, but every student of color could use a role model. If that role model just
happens to be the teacher in front of them, that’s a good thing” (p. 31).
The aforementioned researchers coincide with much earlier work of Hammond, Dilworth,
and Bullmaster (1996) the team reported, “In 1993-94 the K-12 U.S. teaching workforce was
approximately 2.6 million. Of this number, approximately 13 percent were teachers of color” (p.

16

12). Over twenty years later we are still facing the decline of African American teachers in
public schools.
The following chapter covers the methodology of autoethnography that was used in this
study. Chapter Four will show my journey as a preservice teacher to teacher through my own
authoethnography. Chapter Five is my conclusion with educational implications and future
research.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
The Department of Defense (2016) report, The State of Racial Diversity in the Educator
Workforce found “82 percent of public school teachers identified as white” (p. 1). This
percentage suggests that African American teachers are underrepresented in today’s public
schools. This may lead to a cultural disconnect between the teacher and those students that are
being taught. A publication from the Albert Shanker Institute reports, “as a consequence of the
growing minority student population, however, progress toward reducing the substantial gaps
between minority teachers and students has been limited. Minority teachers remain significantly
underrepresented relative to the students they serve” (Casey, L., Di Carlo, M., Bond, B., &
Quintero, E. 2015). Subsequently, I want to find out if my presence as an African American
professional in the classroom will substantiate my willingness to represent my culture in the field
of education. I intend to add to the body of literature by exploring my interactions in the
classroom as an African American preservice teacher by recording experiences and reflections
throughout my journey. Therefore, this study will utilize the research design of autoethnography.

Autoethnography
Autoethnography or reflections of a person’s existence within their culture came about
after anthropologists wrote extensively about cultures in their field of study as ethnographies.
Ethnography peaked a curiosity in the public for wanting to know the scientist’s narrative while
they were immersed in a culture different from their own. Chang (2016) explains the benefits of
autoethnographies as “(1) it offers a research method friendly to researchers and readers; (2) it
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enhances cultural understanding of self and others; and (3) it has a potential to transform self and
others to motivate them to work toward cross-cultural coalition building” (p. 52). Chang’s first
benefit invites readers into the culture who are not necessarily interested in the scientific aspects
of the study. These readers are able to enjoy the story and are not easily confused by scientific
jargon. The second benefit gives the reader thought provoking information in a way that they can
form an appreciation for cultural differences. Finally, the third benefit uplifts the reader and
invokes a need to genuinely care for and interact with cultures that are simply unique.
Chang (2016) goes on to discuss self-transformations as a result of reading
ethnographies. She believes that while reading the narratives, the reader will self-reflect about
their personal attitudes after reading the thoughts of the writer and consequently change their
way of thinking from judgemental to compassion (Chang, 2016).
The upcoming chapter includes my journey as a preservice teacher transitioning to a
teacher through my own autoethnography. Chapter Five is my conclusion with educational
implications and future research.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
After reading Elementary Preservice Teachers as Warm Demanders in an African
American School (Hambacher, Acosta, Bondy, & Ross, 2016), I knew I wanted to take that
approach as a preservice teacher. Taking this stance seemed the most natural for me, I did not
have to change my character, being a warm demander is within my teaching philosophy, and it
was how I wanted to connect with students when I interacted with them individually and during
whole group lessons. Being a warm demander became increasingly important to me considering
the demographics of the two schools where I interned.
The first school I interned at part-time on Mondays and Tuesdays and had a student
population that was predominately African American. My first placement was in second grade
and my second placement was in third grade. At least three students in the second grade class
where I interned were homeless and at least two students in my third grade placement were
homeless as well. All of the students received free breakfast, lunch, and a daily snack. Students
were also given a bag of food at the end of the school week to take home for the weekend.
Grabbing the bag before dismissal was optional and the two Fridays I interned at the school, all
students in the classroom chose to take home a bag. Because of poor testing scores, there was an
extended school hour for instruction and students voluntarily attended school every other
Saturday. I will refer to this school as Internship I.
The second school where I interned was predominately Hispanic and is located in close
proximity to an international airport, hotels, and restaurants. I was there full time Monday
through Friday. Most students receive free breakfast and lunch and students can purchase snacks
from the cafeteria or bring in a snack from home. I will refer to this school as Internship II.
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Again, based on the demographics of the two schools and especially after meeting the
students, I knew that I was going to be a warm demander and take a gentle approach with
students as I interacted with them and while addressing behavior issues.
Representing my culture proved to be conducive to positive relations in the classroom
environment during Internships I and II. I perceived that my presence as a person of color
generated a sense of trust and respect between the students and myself. However, I found that I
was more authentic with my interactions with students more so at Internship I than at Internship
II. Students at Internship I were inviting, they welcomed me into their space, often greeted me
with a smile, and they wanted to know more about me. Some of the questions they asked were:
Where are you from?
Are you going to be our new teacher?
Are you in college?
What island are you from?

Responses to My Guiding Questions
1. How will representing my ethnicity be conducive to the classroom environment?
Representing my ethnicity at Internship I was natural, On September 12, 2016, I noted, “I
feel like I belong in this school, I have this nostalgic feeling while I’m here, I’m reminded of
being in elementary school. The students look like my childhood friends and the way they play
together with the loss of a playground is reminiscent of me playing in my neighborhood as a
child.” Seemingly, I was able to see evidence of my culture throughout the school and it allowed
me to be relaxed and nurturing at Internship I.
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Connecting with students culturally at Internship II was a challenging process. The third
graders were fond of the previous preservice teacher and did not openly welcome me right away.
However when I began to connect with students I found that there were some commonalities
among our cultures. On April 11, 2017, students and I talked about culture in regards to how
different ethnicities contribute to the greater American culture. I shared with students that as a
child I never had a piñata at my birthday parties but now my own daughters just have to have a
piñata at their birthday celebrations and therefore piñatas have become part of the American
culture. Additionally, I learned that many of the students at Internship II were relatable to my
culture in regards to having a sense of pride about who they are and how they choose to represent
themselves. Similarly, I was constantly reminded to be proud of whom I am and not to represent
myself in a way that would cause embarrassment to my family’s name. Initially, students seemed
as if they wanted to protect themselves by not immediately asking for help when they did not
understand new concepts or if they were struggling with information previously taught. On
January 20, 2017, I noted, “I feel as if I will have a difficult time connecting with the students
here. I do not speak their home language, and I feel that they would not trust that I will be able to
help them through their difficulties of understanding the lessons.” As time progressed, I proved
to them that I was there for them and that they could rely on me for assistance.
For both Internship I and II, I did not want to appear as someone they could not relate to;
therefore, it was important for me to give independent praises during one-on-one instruction,
smiling at students when we caught each other’s eye, and actively listening to them when they
wanted to share personal stories or their trinkets. Additionally, I dressed in casual attire and
chose not to wear dresses or heels, so that I would appear more approachable. While speaking
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with students, I never corrected their grammar; instead, I simply repeated or responded to them
using the correct form. All in all, I wanted to appear as someone with whom they commonly
interacted rather than someone they would feel apprehensive about approaching. Because of
behavior issues at Internship II, I chose not to smile frequently during whole group so that I
could maintain authority, however while visiting students during shared and independent practice
I would smile more, and I became more candid with my interactions. This approach worked well
for me considering I was able to alleviate some behavioral issues that were an everyday
occurrence.
My culture will be conducive to the classroom environment; I am needed as a
representation for students who are in classrooms where they are the minority and where they are
the majority as proven at both Internship I and II. I felt as though my presence as an African
American was needed so that students would see me as family or someone they could find
comfort in. Furthermore, I hope that I could be this representation for all of my future students
regardless of cultural differences.
On March 14, 2017 a Caucasian student came to me during recess and expressed to me
that her family was poor and they did not have much. On the inside I was feeling sadness but I
gave her a huge smile and said, “I bet your family is rich with love, you all love each other like
crazy right? I’ve seen you with your sister after school and I start missing my sister.” She
laughed and said “but we are still poor Mrs. Rawles.” I know that someday she will remember
sharing that with me and she will appreciate my response. I will remember that she found
comfort in telling me something personal and unexpected.
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2. After reviewing my observations and notes, will I appear nurturing or passive? How
can I overcome passiveness so that I can demand control?
After reviewing my observations and notes for Internship I, I concluded that I was indeed
nurturing, however passive, while addressing behavior issues. On October 3, 2017, I was finally
fed up with a particular student ignoring me when I said her name in order to redirect her focus
back to instruction. Since I began Internship I, she never responded to me when I called her
name; she would always just look away. I decided to pull up a chair next to her during centers,
and I asked, why do you not answer me when I say your name? Her response was simple, “you
say my name wrong.” I was pronouncing her name the same way as her teacher, but it bothered
her and it was wrong. I asked her the proper way to say her name, and I told her it was very nice
to meet her. She smiled and she seemed happier. At that moment, I knew that I was going to
introduce myself to all of my students individually. I never meant for her to feel uncomfortable
since she did not willingly correct me, as many children might do.
Presenting myself as nurturing was evident in the way the students responded to me with
hugs, greeting me, talking to me, and asking me for help. At Internship II, I didn’t have any
indication that students were warming up to me until the hugs started pouring in, the delight in
their smiles when they saw me at the start of the day, and when they finally began asking me for
help. On January 27, 2017, almost two weeks at this location, I noted, “today during reading
interventions, Student A was talking about the appearance of Student B, specifically about his
hair that was in dreadlocks. I could see Student B’s eyes beginning to tear up. At this point the
whole class is witnessing the exchange between the two students. Student B starts to pound his
fist into his hand, some bystanders are laughing and my supervising teacher had previously left
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the classroom for a moment. I immediately rushed to Student B, I put my hand on the top of his
head, and looked into his eyes and told him he did not have to respond and to take his seat. He
gave me a soft smile as if he was saying thank you. As for Student A, I told him to never speak
about someone else’s appearance. I was stern but I didn’t yell. Previous interactions with Student
A often led to him questioning my authority so I was surprised when he said, ‘okay Mrs.
Rawles,’ in a soft voice.”
Placing my hand on Student B’s head let his classmates know that nothing was wrong
with his hair and it gave him the same affirmation. His dreadlocks were a cultural difference
among the rest of his classmates and I was happy to be there for him at that moment when he
needed someone who represented him.
3. How can I validate my self-manifest purpose for teaching?
While in the classroom environment at Internship I and II, I felt as though I was where I
belonged, in the classroom. It was indeed overwhelming in the beginning but it became
manageable and I developed more experience in the classroom in regards to the daily functions
and interactions with students and colleagues.
On my first day at Internship I, On August 23, 2016, I noted, “I cannot believe that I am
almost a teacher. Today was an easy day and the students were super sweet. The day seemed
long because I was observing the teacher and the students, assisting with centers, and getting a
feel for the overall climate of the classroom.” However, on August 30, 2016, I noted, “today was
exhausting!” I could not wait to leave and get home. The second graders were very demanding
today and did not attempt to try to complete their assignments before asking for help. There were
also behavior issues including shoving in line, arguing, name-calling, and taking pencils from
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peers without asking. Because a new school was under construction in the old school’s parking
lot, I had to park about a four-minute walk from the entrance of the school. When my
supervising teacher dismissed me it was pouring rain with very low visibility. I could have
waited for the rain to subside but I could not leave the building fast enough. I walked to my car
and was drenched in rainwater. After I started the ignition I burst into laughter, I could not
believe how desperately I wanted to leave.”
On the contrary, during the last week of my internship I began to feel sad in knowing that
I would miss the students and my supervising teacher in my third grade placement. On December
05, 2016, I noted, “I am going to miss being here; I wish I could be placed at this school for my
full time internship during the spring semester. Nevertheless, I would love the opportunity to
work at this school as a first year teacher, teaching students I already have a connection with, a
place where I can represent my culture, and I would love to have my third grade supervising
teacher as my mentor.”
There have also been moments at Internship II where I thought I could not do this
everyday and it was not because I could not handle being an effective teacher or I could not
handle behavior issues but a few of the third graders were disrespectful and it was draining trying
to teach in that environment. On February 23, 2017, my supervising teacher was absent and had
been absent the previous day and was also going to be absent the following day. I was with a
substitute teacher however I was teaching the lessons. I noted, “today I was on the verge of
bursting into tears in the middle of a lesson. A female student who was almost always
disrespectful with the teacher had directed hurtful comments towards me during the teacher’s
absence. She said some pretty disgusting things. I had called the dean to have her removed from
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the classroom but there was a wait. The student would not stop insulting me. Finally, I called her
by name and said, I promise you that you cannot and will not hurt my feelings.” Her response
was, “let me shut up before I make her cry.” In my mind I was thinking that is exactly what I
want you to do and I smiled inside and was able to continue teaching in her silence.
All in all, I have enjoyed the experience and I am grateful for the opportunity to be able
to confirm my purpose. Internship was not always perfect, it was never perfect, and will never
become perfect but I did find validity in being in the classroom and interacting with students.
Observations created a great deal of stress for me. Seemingly I was always nervous about
being critiqued and making mistakes. For the most part, I was an effective teacher and was able
to deliver critical content. However there were still suggestions for improvement. The
suggestions varied by the different supervising teachers and were more aligned with their styles
of teaching or expectations of the schools’ principals.
My first observation at Internship I during my first placement in second grade went very
well. On September 20, 2016, I noted, “I cannot believe I just planned and taught a reading
lesson, I was nervous and excited at the same time. I just wish I did not have to deal with the few
behavior issues, as they were happening I had to stop my lesson to take a breather because I was
feeling overwhelmed. The mistake I made here was that when I dismissed four students for being
disruptive from the reading carpet, I thought their teacher would manage their behaviors from
that point on. I was mistaken and realized in the future when I am in my very own classroom I
would have to carry on with instruction and actively supervise students at the same time.” One
comment from my supervising teacher was, “stick with choral reading, not having just the high
levels read.” My reason for switching from choral reading to calling on individual students was
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because the students I dismissed from the group were purposely not reading in unison with the
rest of the class and it started to become a domino effect.
In contrast, at the same school but during my second placement my supervising teacher
comments included, “student engagement is evident,” “classroom management is exceptional!” I
thought my supervising teacher’s classroom management was above par and I noted, “students
are actively engaged in their collaboration opportunities by providing evidence for their
reasoning and explaining why they agree or disagree with their peers. This is exactly how I want
my future classroom to resemble, this teacher will be my best resource as a first year inservice
teacher.”
At Internship II, I was being an effective teacher but it was difficult to have to teach and
address behavior issues. At this location I began to question whether or not I wanted to teach but
I approached everyday as a new day and went forward in knowing that the disrespect I was
experiencing would not always be the case at that school or any other.
The two critiques I received the most from my supervising teacher were, “you have got to
keep up the pace” and “you need to speak louder.” For the most part I was able to finish lessons
without having to continue the following day. I tried really hard to get through the lessons but
there were English Language Learners who just were not getting the critical content and I did not
want them to fall short of the learning goals.
In regards to my low voice, I began using the classroom’s voice amplifier. I used it at
Internship I, and knew that I would need to use one at this school as well. On January 31, 2017, I
noted, “not raising my voice is just simply who I am; it would be the same if I told someone they
spoke too loudly. I would never say that because I feel like I would be offending that person.
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Furthermore, I am practicing being a warm demander; the best thing for me to do would be to
use the voice amplifier.” I love using the amplifier while teaching whole group lessons and not
using it in small groups. Essentially, I used the device as an aide for setting the tone, and I plan
to use one in my future classroom as well.
My university liaison was instrumental to my growth as an intern. I was able to get
feedback that was directly related to practices I had learned in my courses that were different
from the practices at the schools. However, some of the conflicts I found while being observed
by my university liaison involved tailoring my lesson plans to the knowledge level of the
students and infusing elements I learned from my courses including approaches that work best in
the classroom. On February 17, 2017, I noted, “after conferencing with my coordinator
(university liaison) today, I feel as though I fell short in delivering the lesson. The key aspect I
wanted to improve on from my last observation was time, and I wanted to convey critical content
with manipulatives, text, and interactive visuals. What I’m learning is that my observations are
subjective, and more importantly as a professional I will continue to learn new methods for
teaching from many other sources and conform them to my style. I am not happy with the
outcome of my conference with my coordinator, and I’m reminding myself that I am in fact
inexperienced, and I will grow from here.”
The last chapter that follows includes concluding remarks, the educational implications
for teacher education, and directions for future research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS
I was seeking to add to the body of literature that involves the journey of preservice
teachers through my personal narratives, reflections, and observations. I chose the
autoethnographic method because I was able to write about me, an African American preservice
teacher, and how I viewed myself in the realm of the teaching profession.
My guiding questions were:
1. How will representing my culture be conducive to the classroom environment?
2. After reviewing my observations and notes, will I appear nurturing or passive? How can I
overcome passiveness so that I can demand control?
3. How can I validate my self-manifest purpose for teaching?

Concluding Remarks
What I learned through this process of autoethnography is that I first had to remember to
write genuinely about myself, in addition to how I was affecting the classroom environment
culturally and as a preservice teacher. Also, I had to come to realize that my journal was not a
tool for venting about the negativity, but instead my perception of how I interacted with students
and supervising teachers.
It was hard to just journal about me, however I was able to see how I was affecting the
classroom in terms of how the students and the supervising teachers responded or reacted
towards me. Essentially, I really had to evaluate my actions outside of actual events that were

30

happening in the classroom. Again, I had to try very hard to write about what I was doing instead
of what I was witnessing from the student and teacher population of the two schools.

Educational Implications for Classroom Teachers
The best educational implication I learned as a preservice teacher is that children are very
forgiving, and in return I have to be forgiving as well, approaching every moment as one to
create an environment for students to learn regardless of their behaviors. Although there were a
few students who were disrespectful to me, I cannot hold a grudge against them for doing so,
instead I must forgive them and continue on with instruction.
Furthermore, hold steadfast to a purpose for why you teach. A purpose for me is to be
able to represent the African American culture, and serve as someone students of my culture can
identify with. Accordingly, I found that my presence as an African American was valuable at
both Internship I and II. Considering the importance of representation of African American
teachers in public schools, Will (2017), referenced a recent John Hopkins University study that
reported African American students from underprivileged homes are more likely to graduate
high school and maybe even attend college if they had an African American teacher while in
elementary school (Will, 2017). Knowing that I would have a positive impact on the lives of
African American students further increases my desire to teach.
A very recent study by the Institute of Labor Economics (Gershenson, Hart, Lindsay, &
Papageorge, 2017) found that black children, low-income boys in particular, who had even one
black teacher in elementary school (grades three through five) lowered a black student’s chances
of dropping out by 29%. Further, having one black teacher in elementary school significantly

31

increased the likelihood of very low-income boys of African-American heritage to graduate and
consider college by a large percentage of 39% (Gershenson, Hart, Lindsay, & Papageorge,
2017). I chose the teaching profession to make a difference and I feel a purpose in doing so, but
these statistics should embolden all teachers of color and African American teachers,
particularly.

Educational Implications for Teacher Educators Who Prepare Classroom
Teachers
Teachers who prepare classroom teachers should be aware that there will be differences
in the way they approach behaviors, and the way preservice teachers approach those same
behaviors. I personally refused to yell or express anger in the classroom because I was
practicing being a warm demander. Additionally, there were behaviors I overlooked simply
because it was not worth interrupting the focus and flow of instruction. Because of this, two of
my three supervising teachers exclaimed, “I am not her” while referring to me as they addressed
the class for behavior issues. I thought it was inappropriate and diminished my authority. Instead,
I feel they should have addressed their classes without referencing me.
Future research I would like to explore is the relationship between behaviors if I was to
wear professional attire including heels as a teacher versus dressing casually. I wonder if the
students who were disrespectful at Internship II would have responded to me differently or
would have been more respectful if I had dressed professionally. Does professional clothing and
the sound of heels command authority? Two teachers I am inspired by from my elementary
school always wore heels and one of them wore a dress everyday. As a little girl in their
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classroom, that was something I admired in my teachers and I have come to appreciate. In
conclusion, the journey of any teacher is one of courage, balance, and great purpose. I hope that
more African American teachers will be encouraged to make the journey.
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APPENDIX A. TIMELINE FOR THESIS COMPLETION
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Timeline for Thesis Completion
September through December – Journal for Internship I
November – Complete proposal
December – Professional Development
January – Begin journal for Internship II and record first video reflection
February – After reviewing reflections and observations, make necessary changes
in teaching practices
March- Record final video observation and complete thesis
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